
 
 

  

 

14 September 2016 

The European Commission President Jean-Claude Juncker has 
outlined his vision for European Union in a measured and cautious 
address to the European Parliament 

EU 
European Commission President Jean-Claude Juncker 
gives a cautious State of the Union address  
This morning in Strasbourg, European Commission President Jean-Claude Juncker gave his first 
post-referendum State of the Union speech to the European Parliament. His address covered 
migration and security challenges facing Europe, measures to stimulate and distribute growth 
across different economic sectors and the United Kingdom’s vote to withdraw membership from 
the European Union.  

Juncker’s speech was fairly cautious and chose to look inwards (citing the peace seeking roots of 
the European Union and its commitment to promoting fundamental social values) rather than 
setting out any grand vision for reform. The tone was defensive, as Juncker is very much aware of 
the growing renationalisation of European politics.  

He repeated previous calls to give a more prominent role to citizens to ensure that they, as 
opposed to just corporates and industry, were getting a bigger share of the benefits of 
globalisation. This year again, the Commission President again repeated the perpetual call to 
better communicate these benefits.  

Turning towards the United Kingdom’s vote to leave the European Union, Juncker explained that 
the European agenda must not be allowed to become dominated by any exit negotiations.  

National leaders to meet in Bratislava on 16 September 

The Heads of State of the remaining 27 EU Member States will meet in Bratislava on 16 September 
to reassess Europe’s political direction. This informal meeting will give a first indication for where 
the remaining European Union will likely be headed. In a letter sent to national leaders yesterday, 
European Council President Donald Tusk acknowledged that citizens are responding to a 
perceived lack of safety, security and control over issues such as terrorism and migration. He also 
said that giving new powers to European institutions is not the “desired recipe” to overcome this, 
and that national electorates want more influence on the decisions of the European Union.   

The United Kingdom’s government must unilaterally trigger Article 50 to begin the formal two-
year withdrawal process. This is expected to happen in early 2017. In his letter, Tusk also 
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reminded leaders of the EU-27 countries that they must not negotiate with the United Kingdom 
until it has formally declared its intention to leave the European Union.  

Additional meetings of the remaining countries’ leaders will take place in the coming months as 
part of the build up to negotiations with the United Kingdom, and the European institutions are 
expected to formally announce European level priorities for policy at the end of the year through 
a Joint Declaration, a new initiative designed to showcase interinstitutional unity between the 
European decision making bodies.   

From the messages coming from the European level and Member States, it is likely that leaders in 
Bratislava will focus on security and migration – including focus on external border issues, 
Europe’s neighbourhood policy, which looks at development needs in Europe’s immediate 
vicinity.  

European Commission sets up Task Force for the 
preparation and future Brexit negotiations 

The European Commission has set up a Task Force to help prepare the way for formal withdrawal 
negotiations with the United Kingdom once Article 50 is triggered.  

Frenchman Michel Barnier, a former European Commissioner for the Internal Market and 
Services, will act as Chief negotiator and head the Task Force once he takes office on 1 October 
2016. 

He will be joined by German Sabine Weyand who is currently Deputy Director-General in the 
European Commission’s Trade Department as his deputy. In her current position, Weyand covers 
inter alia WTO matters, trade defence, the ongoing US-EU trade deal negotiations (Trans-Atlantic 
Trade and Investment Partnership) and neighbourhood policy. 

In line with the principle of 'no negotiation without [Article 50] notification', the task of the Chief 
Negotiator in the coming months will be to prepare the ground internally for the work ahead. 
Once the Article 50 process is triggered, he will make the necessary formal contact with the UK 
authorities.   

Michel Barnier, as Chief Negotiator, will be ranked at the Director-General level and report 
directly to European Commission President Jean-Claude Juncker. 

European Parliament nominates European federalist to 
report on forthcoming Brexit negotiations   
Earlier this month, the leadership of the European Parliament selected former Belgian Prime 
Minister and Liberal Member of the European Parliament, Guy Verhofstadt, as the institution’s 
chief informant during any withdrawal negotiations with the United Kingdom.  

The appointment has not been welcomed by all in the European Parliament due to Verhofstadt’s 
pro-federalist stance and the way he was selected (behind closed doors, with the support of only 
three of the seven political groups in the European Parliament). The eurosceptic European 
Conservatives and Reformist (ECR) Group, which includes the UK’s Conservative Party 
representatives, has been vocal in its criticism of the appointment. Verhofstadt, a passionate 
supporter of European integration, will surely make a lot of noise throughout the withdrawal 
negotiations, but the formal role of the European Parliament is very limited for most of the 
process. Only at the very end, MEPs need to consent to the agreed deal. 
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British European Commissioner Julian King waits for final 
approval from EU institutions  

British candidate for European Commissioner, Sir Julian King, has successfully navigated his 
hearing at the European Parliament. At an exchange of views on his ‘Security Union’ portfolio 
earlier this week, he reiterated his commitment to the Commissioners oath – a pledge of 
allegiance to the European, rather than national, interest – which he will take if successfully 
approved. MEPs are expected to formally express their approval of Sir King on 15 September. 

His portfolio will be an addition to the existing Migration portfolio, currently held by Greek 
Dimitris Avramopoulos. King will be responsible for fostering efforts on security and migration 
measures which fall largely outside the European Union’s competence. In addition, the United 
Kingdom currently holds an-opt out for EU Justice and Home Affairs provisions, which makes 
King’s appointment a smart political move by President Juncker. 

The final appointment of the new Commissioner by EU Member States should take place later this 
month. 

King will replace former British European Commissioner Lord Jonathan Hill, who carried the 
Financial Stability, Financial Services and Capital Markets Union portfolio, which now rests with 
Latvian Commission Vice-President Valdis Dombrovskis.  

Analysis 

The European Commission gave the impression that it was treading water ahead of any clear 
signal from Europe’s Member States on how to deal with the European Union’s many challenges. 
The State of the Union, typically heralded as a showcase for Commission leadership and political 
ambition, played it safe by reiterating favoured speaking points – citizenship, fundamental values 
and economic growth. Big topics like the UK’s vote to withdraw from the European Union and the 
growing security and migration challenges were raised, but without many concrete plans. 
Commission President Juncker pleaded with national leaders to recommit to the European 
project, but a recent spat between Hungary and Luxembourg regarding EU membership serves 
as an indicator of how difficult this is going to be. The informal meeting of remaining Member 
State countries on Friday in Bratislava will share some light on the current thinking among 
national leaders, but it is clearly only the beginning of a long process. 

 

Germany 

German media pick up on lacklustre State of the Union 
Among media reactions, neutral, fact-based reporting prevailed. Some media outlets criticised it 
as uninspired and rather unemotional. Only Dow Jones Newswires called it “combative.” 
Politicians in Germany did not give any public statements on the SOTEU address. Regarding 
economic and security aspects, the media highlighted the European Fund for Strategic 
Investment, a common EU foreign policy and border protection in Bulgaria as main points of the 
speech.  

Perhaps tellingly, there was no general mention of the federal elections in Germany in relation to 
the speech. 
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France 

French populists view State of the Union as an easy target 
 
Following the State of the Union debate in Strasbourg, Marine Le Pen who heads the Front 
National, France’s far-right party, used the occasion to denounce Jean-Claude Juncker’s position 
on Brexit. In her speech she demanded that the President of the European Commission “Let 
nations liberate themselves, let them cooperate between themselves as they like, better than with 
Brussels. Be democratic, let the people determine their destiny.” Le Pen later added, “Your 
[Juncker’s] contempt for referendums is unsettling.” Le Pen, who currently leads the opinion polls 
in the run up to France’s upcoming Presidential election, has used an anti-establishment platform 
to gather support domestically.  


